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MARKETING THE CHINESE DREAM HOME: 
GATED COMMUNITIES AND REPRESENTATIONS OF THE GOOD LIFE 
IN (POST-)SOCIALIST SHANGHAI1
Choon-Piew Pow2 and Lily Kong
Department of Geography
National University of Singapore
Singapore
Abstract: This paper examines the advertising themes and rhetoric that have been assembled
in the place-marketing of Shanghai’s newly built gated communities. We demonstrate how
place-marketing strategies, in this case selling the Chinese dream home, draws upon specific
landscape meanings and values that are embedded in Chinese/Shanghainese history, even as
symbolic and cultural capital from the contemporary scene also exert their influences. Collec-
tively, these representations of the good life both reflect and reinforce the exclusivist housing
aspirations and privatist visions of middle-class residents of gated communities in contemporary
Shanghai. While advertisements do not always achieve the outcomes that property developers
wish for, there is no doubt that they play significant roles in both shaping and reflecting land-
scape meanings and values. As medium and outcome, they reveal the growing aspirations of a
new Chinese middle class. [Key words: gated communities, place-marketing, the good life,
Chinese middle class, Shanghai.]
INTRODUCTION
Running parallel to the Shanghai-American International School in Shanghai’s Hua
Cao County southwest of the city center, freshly paved Jin Hui Road separates the inter-
national school from a cluster of newly built private villa homes. As Jin Hui Road winds
past the guard house of the exclusive gated community, the road name abruptly changes
to “Del Mar Street.” Upon entering further into the gated estate, more foreign-sounding
street names and signage, accompanied by imported palm trees and orange-stucco houses
dot the residential landscape, evoking exotic and romanticized images of Mediterranean
America (Fig. 1). Welcome to “Rancho Santa Fe,” one of Shanghai’s premier “Southern
Californian–style suburb.” According to the developer Vanke Company’s brochure,3
1The authors would like to acknowledge funding support from the National University of Singapore Academic
Research Fund and the UCLA summer research grant to conduct fieldwork.
2Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Choon-Piew Pow, Department of Geography,
National University of Singapore, 1 Arts Link, Singapore 117570. Telephone: 65-6874-3851; fax: 65-777-3091;
e-mail: geopowcp@nus.edu.sg
3Vanke is one of the best-known and largest publicly listed real estate firms in China. Capitalizing on the
poorly regulated real estate industry in China during the housing reform, Vanke began its real estate venture in
Shanghai and developed its prototype model housing community, Vanke Garden City, in 1994. As one of the
first commodity housing estates in China, Vanke Garden City was immensely popular among white collar mid-
dle-class homebuyers. The prototype housing community has since been replicated in several developments
elsewhere in Shanghai and China. Currently, Vanke has a turnover of more than US$930 million, with housing
projects in 20 major Chinese cities including Beijing, Shanghai, Shenzhen, Wuhan, Nanjing, Chengdu, Dalian,
and Shenyang. According to a report in the Time, at its scale and intensity of operation in China qualifies
Vanke to become the world’s largest housing provider in the next decade (Time, June 27, 2005; see also Vanke
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130 POW AND KONG
Rancho Santa Fe is a place where there are “no city’s [sic] noise” and “no traffic jams,”
“where life is so beautiful and happy,” and “full of rurality and sunshine”—at least for
those affluent urbanites who can afford to buy into the much coveted “villa lifestyle”
(bieshu shenghuo), where each villa unit costs at least 4.5 million yuan.4
Since China’s economic reform began in the late 1970s, housing developers have
eagerly courted China’s burgeoning middle class5 consumers as well as foreign residents
with ever more grandiose architectural designs and “foreign-inspired” housing communi-
ties. What kinds of architectural codes, images, and rhetoric do property developers
deploy in order to lure homebuyers with elusive promises of “the good life”? How
are these “landscapes of privilege” packaged and sold to middle-class consumers in
4An amount equivalent to US$582,743.
5Because of its loaded political connotation and sensitivity, the term “middle class” (zhongchan jieji) has
seldom been used in China until recently. The lack of income tax data often makes it difficult to precisely
determine China’s economic class structuring. More generally, middle class has often been used interchange-
ably with other terms such as “new rich” (furen), “new rising social stratum” (xinxing jieceng), or more broadly
“successful people” (chenggong renshi). In this paper, the deployment of the term “middle class” is aligned
with Max Weber’s notion of class position as being determined less directly by its relations to the “means of
production” than by its relations to the market and consumption practices—in this case the ability of privileged
social groups in Shanghai to buy into private gated communities and its exclusive lifestyles as the defining trait
of middle-class status.
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Shanghai? This paper provides a grounded analysis of the place-marketing strategies and
advertising themes that have been assembled to market gated communities in Shanghai.
By grounded analysis, it is implied that the meanings of housing advertisements do not
reside directly in the texts and images but are inferred from a socially and historically
grounded process of interpretation. Such an approach not only yields a context-sensitive
understanding of the changing housing aspirations and appeals of gated living in Shanghai
but also sheds light on the broader dynamics of urban social and cultural transformations
during China’s reformation.
Based on an analysis of housing advertisements published in real estate magazines,
brochures, and newspapers, plus data collected from field observations and interviews,
we examine how representations of “the good life” (xingfu shenghuo; meihao shenghuo)
are packaged and marketed to homebuyers. The paper is structured as follows. After the
introduction, the second section of the paper will address some methodological issues
concerning field research in Shanghai. Following that, the third section examines the
symbolic significance of the house and home in the construction of personal and commu-
nity identity in post-reform China. The fourth section of the paper addresses conceptually
the role of advertisements as medium and outcome of landscape meanings. The fifth
section discusses the various advertising themes, landscape elements, and symbols that
have been used to attract potential buyers. The sixth section presents a reminder to read-
ers that while the arguments in the paper emphasize the role of particular symbolic and
cultural landscape values as purveyed by developers and their advertisers—especially as
influenced by the West—the forces of localization and an ideology of pragmatism will
continue to act as a balance to any potential totalizing influence of advertising hyperbole.
The final section then summarizes the key arguments and offers some conclusions.
METHODS AND DATA
The emergence of private gated communities in China is a relatively nascent urban
phenomenon even though enclosed housing compounds are certainly not new in China’s
long urban history (Heng, 1999; Miao, 2003; Wu, 2005). In this study, we examine this
new residential development by reviewing real estate brochures, promotional materials,
and advertisements that have recently appeared in widely circulated local newspapers and
magazines including the Shanghai Realty Information magazine (Shanghai Loushi),
Xinming Evening News (Xinming Wanbao), Renming Rebao (People’s Daily), Shanghai
Star, and the Shanghai Real Estate Guide. When analyzing these promotional materials,
we identified various recurring themes. These revolved around the central ideas of creat-
ing an aura of social prestige as well as the cultivation of a sense of landscape exclusivity
(this will be elaborated in later sections).
In addition to analyzing housing advertisements, fieldwork in Shanghai was carried
out during 2004 and 2005 in which more than 80 gated estates were surveyed, including
those in the outlying municipal districts of Jiading and Songjiang (Table 1). During these
visits, we took photographs, recorded our observations, and interviewed 25 housing
agents, property developers, and employees from real estate management companies. In
order to gain deeper insight into the appeal of gated communities and the everyday life of its
residents, one of the authors also resided in Vanke Garden City (Wankechengshihuayuan)







































132 POW AND KONG
May 2004 to May 2005. Vanke Garden City was chosen as a primary field site because it
is one of Shanghai’s earliest and most established commodity housing enclaves to date.
This comprehensive gated estate offers a wide array of amenities and shops and is located
in Qibao town in the Minhang District, not far from the Hongqiao Airport (Fig. 2; Tables
2 and 3).
Semi-structured interviews with 120 residents residing in Vanke Garden City were
also conducted to discover their reasons and motivations for moving into the gated
ommunity. The selection of the 120 respondents relied on purposeful sampling to include
residents from different parts of the gated neighborhood. These households varied in the
length of their housing tenure in Vanke Garden City, with about 60% residing there for 5
years or more, 30% between 2 and 3 years, and the remaining 10% with less than a year.
Typically, residential households in Vanke Garden City, like those in many other middle-
class gated communities in Shanghai, were nuclear families comprising young to middle-
aged couples usually with one child and a set of retired parents. These interviews were
conducted mainly in Mandarin (putonghua) with different family members including the
head of household (usually the father or husband in a Chinese nuclear family) and the
mother/wife regarding their decisions to move into the gated community as well as the
influence of real estate advertisements on their housing decisions.
HOUSE AND HOME: PERSONAL AND GROUP IDENTITY
Academic and everyday usage of “house” and “home” are not always clearly differen-
tiated, and some conflation and interchangeability is often evident. If a distinction were
to be made, then the house (a generic term to also include “apartments” and other dwell-
ing types) is the physical structure while the home is the social and emotional entity. Our
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TABLE 1. SELECTED PROFILE OF GATED COMMUNITIES SURVEYED IN SHANGHAI, 2005
Name of gated community
(Chinese names in italics)




1 Vanke Garden City
(Wankechengshihuayuan)
Minhang 500,000 8,000




































14 Xijiao Purple Villa
(Xijiao ziyuan)
Qingpu 170,000 6,800
15 Oasis Island Garden
(Lüzhouxiangdao)
Songjiang 250,000 5,888–7,000















Source: Shanghai Realty Information magazine (2004–2005) and various real estate brochures (Dahua
Property Development Group, 2004; Shanghai Changjia Real Estate Co. Ltd., 2004; Shanghai Shimao
Real Estate Co. Ltd., 2004; Vanke Property Developer Co. Ltd., 2004a, 2004b, 2004c; Forte Property
Development Group, 2005; Hesheng Property Development Group, 2005; Shanghai Greenland Group,







































134 POW AND KONG
intention, however, was not to debate the concepts or draw distinctions. Rather, we were
interested in the “codified culture” that the house and home represent, and how, as
patterned sets of cues and “system[s] of settings,” they channel social actions and shape
and reflect social meanings (Rapoport, 1977).
We begin with the position that house and home spaces go beyond being fixed loca-
tions to embody specific practices and routines as well as social relationships, emotional





















520,000 200,000 11,400 3,800 9,100 7,800
Total building 
area (m2)
683,000 25,400 13,800 13,000 1,800 5,400 8,800
Plot ratio 1.31 1.96 1.14 0.48 0.6 1.13


















1994 1999 2001 2002 2003 2004
Number of 
households
6,194 2,991 988 1,075 99 320 721
Number of res-
idents
16,207 7,478 2,470 2,688 297 1,120 2,154
Source: Vanke Property Developer Co. Ltd. (2004c).
TABLE 3. AMENITIES AND BUSINESS IN VANKE GARDEN CITY
Types of amenities and business Number of shops
Financial institutions/banking 2
Retail based 30
Food and beverage/restaurants 42











































MARKETING THE CHINESE DREAM HOME 135
connections, and symbolic concepts. They are encoded with multiple social meanings
and cultural significations. Socially, home develops through establishing social relations
that validate an individual or social group, expressing personal or group identities.
Representations of home become representations of the self or group (Terkenli, 1995). At
the same time, they also delineate relations of inclusion and exclusion, which reflect
structures of power (Olwig, 1998, p. 230). Culturally, the house constitutes a form of
“symbolic capital” (Bourdieu, 1984, 1990), capturing nostalgic past or utopian future.
Marcus (1997) conceptualizes it as an elaborate façade of the self that not only reflects
wider social relationships but also symbolizes social status and differentiation. This
social differentiation, Olwig (1998, p. 230) argues, is based on various forms of categori-
zation, such as class, ethnicity, or gender. Be that as it may, the symbolic capital that
houses and homes represent is actively sought and cultivated by homeowners intent on
creating an enclave of difference, an aura of distinction and status for themselves.
Caldeira (2000, p. 263) observes:
The home crystallizes the important symbolic systems and shapes individual sensi-
bilities. Residence and social status are obviously associated, and the home is a
means by which people publicly signify themselves. As a consequence, the con-
struction or acquisition of a home is one of the most important projects people
undertake. The home makes both public and personal statements as it relates the
public and domestic. In creating a home, people both discover and create their own
social position and shape their intimate world.
This significance of house and home is especially pronounced in reformist China,
given the re-commodification of urban housing. In Shanghai, the overhaul of the socialist
housing institution has seen the emergence of a burgeoning group of status-conscious
housing consumers who readily subscribe to conspicuous consumption practices that help
enhance and affirm their newly acquired middle-class status (and, one might say, anxi-
ety). The house has effectively become a hotly sought after consumer good in Shanghai
and a prime venue for the articulation of personal distinction, taste, and status. In contra-
distinction to the mass welfare housing system of the past, the ability to own a newly built
commercial home (shangpingfang) is now considered a leading status symbol. This
follows from Deng Xiaoping’s economic reform initiatives in 1978, the experimentation
of property sales and ownership in the 1980s, and particularly the housing reform policies
launched in 1998 when then Premier Zhu Rongji began widespread privatization of state
housing. In that year, mortgage loans were introduced, the most significant factor in facil-
itating a property market. All of these reforms were ultimately aimed at the full privatiza-
tion and re-commodification of urban housing, partly to alleviate the state work-units
from the heavy burden of housing provision as well as to promote homeownership and
urban consumption (Wu, 1996; Li, 2000). For the first time in the history of the socialist
regime, the Chinese leadership began to embrace the benefits of commercializing real
estate, authorized rent increases in public housing, allowed the sale of use rights to sitting
tenants, and even approved the creation of the first real estate development company.
Although there are currently no data on the number of gated communities in Shanghai,
the total can be inferred from the number of newly built and sold villa housing and high-







































136 POW AND KONG
Statistical Yearbook 2004 (Shanghai Statistical Bureau, 2005), there has been a dramatic
increase in such high-end gated housing. In 1995, private villas and high-end apartments
sold in Shanghai totaled approximately 1.6 million square meters. In 2000, that figure had
increased to about 5.3 million square meters and, in 2002, to 18.2 million square meters.
In 2003, the total private villas and high-end apartments sold reached a staggering 21.7
million square meters. In other words, between 1995 to 2003, the square meterage of
high-end villas and apartments sold had increased by approximately 13 times. These new
commercial housing estates built by property developers and targeted at upper- and
middle-class housing consumers as well as foreigners were developed along the lines of
exclusive lifestyle enclaves with condominium facilities such as swimming pools, club-
houses, restaurants, tennis courts, and other amenities. Some larger gated estates even
contain schools and on-site medical facilities. Overall, what has emerged is a pattern of
urban segregation and spatial polarization in which prestigious gated neighborhoods
(correlating to residents’ status and income) have fragmented the cityscape into multiple
nodes of “high-class” enclaves. Within the central city (Fig. 3), a clustering of expensive
neighborhoods concentrated in a few select areas can now be seen. Among some of the
Fig. 3. Distribution of commodity housing prices in Shanghai’s central city area (calculated in yuan per
square meter), 2005. Source: Data collated from various sources including real estate reports, commercial
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most sought-after neighborhoods are the Pudong Lujiazui area, the Xujiahui area in the
Xuhui district, Huaihai Middle Road in the Luwan district, and Hongqiao Road in the
Gubei New Area (these areas also have high concentrations of foreigners and are all
within the inner ring road and easily accessible to the city center).
To the extent that the home crystallizes important symbolic systems and shapes indi-
vidual sensibilities, an online editorial (April 7, 2005) in the Shanghai Star (2006; one of
the city’s leading English newspapers) further highlights the conspicuous consumption
value of private housing:
If a man in Shanghai is going to propose to his girlfriend, the most important thing
he should prepare is not a candle lighted [sic] dinner, a bunch of roses or a diamond
ring.… The grand finale should be something that will make the woman hold her
breath and even move her to tears. What kind of thing has such magic? If our male
readers ask their girlfriends, they should expect the answer: “a key” that opens the
door of an apartment in the city … the house should not be on mortgage.… Owning
a house is the most effective way for a young man to offer his beloved one a feeling
of security.
This reveals a fundamental shift in the way urban residents relate to their homes. Far
from being just a functional space for living, the house now embodies and signifies
personal desires, aspirations, and social stature in the post-reform era. As Fraser (2000, p.
27) further alluded:
When people buy private housing, they acquire not merely a domicile but also a
personal, private terrain that fosters a greater sense of individual entitlement [and
desire] that [are] often expressed through consumption. The new lifestyle repudi-
ates the severe constraints on personal life imposed in earlier decades by the Maoist
work unit or danwei.
As the following analysis will illustrate, such a realignment in the social and political
significance of the home needs to be understood within the changing social and
geographic context of Shanghai.
MARKETING PLACES: ADVERTISING AND MARKETING
Advertising nourishes the consuming power of men [sic]. It sets up before a man
the goal of better home, better clothing, better food for himself and his family. It
spurs individual exertion and greater production. (Winston Churchill, quoted in
Ellis, 1993, p. 124)
With the onset of the era of housing reform, developers have harnessed the symbolic
significance of house and home, designing and naming their developments, and engineer-
ing elaborate marketing plans and advertising strategies to capture the hearts and minds
of homebuyers. These are based on their perception of what the markets value, though it
should also be said that they also play important roles in shaping values. Thus, their







































138 POW AND KONG
Advertisements, as Fraser (2000, p. 29) points out, are about the construction of
dreams and alternative realities. These “fables of abundance” mediate between the
perceptual reality of the everyday life and the imagined reality of a better world that
offers commodity-based solutions to social dissatisfactions. In addition, advertising also
provides possible models for consumption and potential configurations of social identity
that result from a major purchase. It is the potential implied by advertising that is
designed to resonate with readers’ imaginations.
Advertisements are not wholly constructed of the imagination, but are at least par-
tially drawn from the architectural codes and symbols of housing landscapes. These
codes and symbols are then carefully manipulated so that advertisements mediate
between the aspirations and desires of housing consumers and the production of the
housing landscape. In these new commercial housing enclaves, images derived from an
actual or fictional history provide the basis for giving a visual identity to suburban
space in order to represent the coherence of a community and its distinctiveness as a
marketable place (Brain, 1997, p. 260). Overall, the organization of architecture and
design in these newly produced residential spaces and advertisements of them reflect
the self-conscious efforts by developers to create a “scenographic enclave” (Crilley,
1994). This is accomplished by incorporating a pastiche of architectural forms and the
stylized representations of exotic lifestyles, yielding a visually stimulating and estheti-
cally pleasing real estate package meant to entice housing consumers with alluring
images of the good life and a privileged middle-class lifestyle. The packaging of such
scenographic enclaves is nowhere more evident than in the place-marketing of gated
communities.
The proliferation of gated communities worldwide has generated concern and debates
among urban scholars and city planners (Blakely and Snyder, 1997; Caldeira, 1999,
2001; Coy and Pohler, 2002; Jurgens and Gnad, 2002; Glasze et al., 2006). Although
many studies have highlighted the negative impacts of gated communities, relatively few
works have examined the appeal of these housing developments and how they have been
marketed and sold to potential housing consumers. To be sure, the development of gated
communities has been shaped by (and in turn shapes) the changing tastes and lifestyles of
upper- and middle-class residents who see gated living as offering promises of the urban
good life. In this conception, individual and household preferences, changing lifestyle
aspirations, and security concerns are seen as important factors that account for the pop-
ular appeal of gated communities. For example, in Maxwell’s (2004) analysis of on-line
advertisements of gated communities in Canada, several social and lifestyle factors such
as security, friendliness, social homogeneity, convenience, active lifestyle, privacy, and
exclusivity have been emphasized. These marketing discourses idealize and commodify
home places as buyers are led to believe that their lives might become closer to the
fantasy promised in the marketing brochures if they purchase a home in a particular gated
development. Similarly, Grant’s (2005) study of real estate advertisements of Ghana’s
gated communities reveals how themes such as safety and security, privacy and
seclusion, and community prestige and sense of community are frequently invoked in the
marketing rhetoric. Many of the gated communities also rely extensively on “trans-
national” housing designs to appeal to potential Ghanaian homebuyers, many of whom







































MARKETING THE CHINESE DREAM HOME 139
exploit globalization by transplanting foreign cityscapes in the form of Western-style
townhouses as a means of niche marketing.
Appealing to upwardly mobile urban rich in the Chinese capital, Wu (2004) demon-
strates how the global imagineering of a purportedly Western suburban lifestyle in these
gated villa estates is however rooted in the contradictions of late socialist housing com-
modification policies in China. King’s (2004) analysis of the “villa phenomenon” in India
and China provides additional examples of the global-local nexus in shaping and inflect-
ing real estate developments in various cities. Commenting on the case of India, King
(2004) observes that many real estate advertisements are directed at flattering the cosmo-
politan nature of potential investors, in particular the affluent and footloose Non-Resident
Indians (NRI). Though superficially similar to many North American (sub)urban land-
scapes, many of these new residential urban forms (the enclosed villa estates) in places as
varied as Beijing, Shanghai, Delhi, Hyderabad, and Bangalore all display very different
transnational, postcolonial flows of capital and culture as well as the particularistic
dynamics of locality that underpin their production and consumption.
In the rest of this article, we engage in a detailed analysis of the themes in housing
advertisements to illustrate the ways in which property developers perceive and shape
landscape meanings and values, identifying what they believe will appeal to middle-class
Chinese and shape their preferences simultaneously. However, before proceeding, two
caveats must be stated.
First, we need to be careful not to treat Chinese homebuyers as cultural dupes who
respond uncritically and naïvely to the effects of hyperbolic real estate advertisements.
Through interviews and interactions with homebuyers and property agents, it is evident
that pragmatic concerns are still important considerations when making housing invest-
ments. These include housing quality (zhiliang), location (didian)—whether the property
is within Shanghai’s inner or outer ring road or close to subway stations and highways—
availability of neighborhood facilities and amenities (peitao sheshi qiquan), property
prices, and potential for investment returns. Nonetheless, these pragmatic considerations
are not the only factors influencing housing decisions. In particular, homebuyers are often
swayed by the “branding” and design appeal of housing properties. As a house buyer
quoted in a Xinhua News report (September 13, 2005) opined:
The quality of the housing is certainly a priority in buying a home, but I also think
the name of the real estate is important. If I buy a home inside a real estate block
bearing a nice exotic name, other buyers may think my home should be more
grandiose than theirs.
A household survey of residents living in Vanke Garden City further reveals some of
the reasons and motivations for moving into the gated community (Fig. 4). Of the resi-
dents surveyed, 48% indicated that the brand and reputation of the housing developer are
the prime motivation for moving into Vanke Garden City. Other respondents also felt that
sound estate management and safety (11%), convenience (10%), and the availability of
green spaces (10%) are major factors influencing their decisions to move into Vanke
Garden City. In our interviews and interactions with residents in Vanke Garden City, it
was also evident that while the branding of housing development and the developer’s







































140 POW AND KONG
the housing investment are also important considerations. In fact, as will be shown later,
pragmatic factors and the branding of housing estates are, in many cases, strongly inter-
twined.
As for the second caveat, it must also be noted that this study is not about exposing the
gap between the marketing rhetoric of real estate advertisements and reality. Rather,
adopting Gold and Gold’s (1994) position, we argue that any gap between “reality” and
“rhetoric” does not mean that the latter should be dismissed pejoratively as a distortion.
Instead, the criterion for evaluating these advertising images should not be the measure of
their “authenticity” but rather their ability to influence, grasp, reflect, and reinforce the
housing aspirations and dreams of consumers.
ADVERTISING LUXURY GATED ENCLAVES: SOCIAL PRESTIGE
AND LANDSCAPE EXCLUSIVITY
In this section, two broad categories of mutually reinforcing and sometimes overlap-
ping strategies will be examined: first, the creation of an aura of social prestige, and
second, the cultivation of a sense of landscape exclusivity. The aura of social prestige is
created through several advertising tropes focused on the theme of a distinctive social
class: (1) the upper social class inhabiting these dwellings, and (2) the security of being
with others like oneself. But in the main, this aura of social prestige is achieved through
evoking a sentiment of landscape exclusivity, created in turn through such strategies as:
(1) the claim to the use of renowned architects; (2) the spatial “proximity” to valued
cultural icons, thus borrowing from their recognized cultural capital; (3) the appeal to the
edifice complex; (4) the construction of walls of security and privilege; (5) the promotion
of nature and the garden landscape; and (6) the promotion of “foreign chic” associated
with these properties.








































MARKETING THE CHINESE DREAM HOME 141
SOCIAL PRESTIGE
“High Society” Residents: The Privilege of Social Class
One of the most common advertising tactics employed by developers is to associate
housing projects with the grandiose images and extravagant lifestyles of rich and power-
ful elites. The advertisement of Summer Villa, for example, compares homeowners to
modern-day royalty (shidai wangzhe) in the marketing slogan “The King Returns”
(wangzhe gui lai). Like a monarch who has returned to her/his palace, the advertisement
stokes the ego of the potential homeowner who is cast into an enchanting world of regal
fantasy where s/he too can “live like a king” by simply moving into Summer Villa. In
other advertisements, homeowners are referred to as “celebrities” (mingliu); “successful
people” (chengong renshi), or “bourgeois nobility” (daguan guiren). Remarkably, what
were formerly considered as “class enemies” (e.g., capitalists, bourgeoisie) during the
Maoist period have now become the new valorized role models in the country, supplant-
ing the long held position of “model workers” (laomuo) who were praised in the past for
their selflessness in serving the Party and state. In contrast to the urban youth of the
1980s, who were often “searching for life’s meanings,” contemporary youths are success-
oriented and openly seek “the good life” by becoming eager consumers in the global
marketplace (Rosen, 2004). To this extent, images of upwardly mobile homeowners or
yuppies have often been depicted in many housing advertisements in which the notion of
individual betterment as well as the upgrading of one’s home and living environment
serve as a constant reminder of the desired goal.
The Security of a Homogeneous Class Community
Developers of gated communities have sought to market a sense of community in their
advertising strategies. Marketing brochures often portray images of gated communities as
cordial places where residents are able to socialize easily and make friends. One adver-
tisement even claims that in the gated community, security guards know everyone by
name. This emphasis may be a response to the social dislocation brought about by
economic reform, exacerbated in recent years by the destruction of old neighborhoods,
whereby Chinese society is currently facing a weakening of social ties both at the work-
place and in the larger community.
The projected conviviality in advertisements of gated communities is however
premised on a social environment characterized by social homogeneity. In the advertising
brochures, phrases such as “to be among equals,” “meet others just like you,” and
“congregation of like-minded people” are often used to describe the gated community.
The promotional materials of Vanke Garden City, for example, state:
A community is a circle of like-minded people living together. After ten years of
successful development, Vanke Garden City has attracted close to twenty thousand
high-calibre people (gaosuzhi renqun) or five thousand families. Residents are all








































142 POW AND KONG
Even when class homogeneity was not highlighted in the text, it was powerfully
portrayed through accompanying images that conform to the ideal residential profile:
young to middle-age couples, affluent and sophisticated looking middle-class profession-
als, well dressed and stylish individuals. These advertisements provide insight into the
advertiser’s notion of the ideal family. Invariably, this is a young Han Chinese family
with an urban(e) and youthful demeanor. Even when social diversity is suggested, the
advertisements typically appeal to a narrow range of expatriate residents instead of the
genuine diversity of social groups found in the city. The term “international community”
(guoji shequ) has become a popular label for gated communities that claim to contain a
diverse group of foreign residents of different nationalities.
One outcome of such social homogeneity implied by the advertisements is the secure
environment the community offers, particularly for families raising children. The vulner-
ability of precious children in China’s one-child families can be nurtured and protected in
a secure, socially homogeneous (i.e., upper-and middle-class) environment in gated com-
munities (Fig. 5). In China, young children are increasingly the target of marketing
because of the increasing amount of money they spend themselves and the influence they
Fig. 5. Middle-class family bliss portrayed in Green Springdawn commodity housing enclave. Source:
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have on their parents’ expenditures. In the generation of the one-child policy, Chinese
parents, more than ever, want the best for their children. The presence of a child in adver-
tisements, shown to be growing up in privileged circumstances, is a direct exploitation of
this psychological and emotional vulnerability among parents. As Gold and Gold (1994,
p. 88) note in their analysis of English suburban home advertisements during the interwar
years, the most interesting symbolic element was the figure of the young girl who was
intended as a symbol of gentleness and defenselessness. The sight of her playing happily
and safely in the backyard symbolized the opportunities available to provide children
with a secure and healthy environment in which to grow and flourish. It also subtly rein-
forced the idea that it was up to the father, who would normally be the sole breadwinner,
to provide such an environment in order to give the child a decent start in life. Chinese
advertisements in contemporary Shanghai have the same objectives in mind.
LANDSCAPE EXCLUSIVITY
The Work of Renowned Architects
The first two strategies emphasizing landscape exclusivity reveal how advertisers seek
to confer a sense of distinction by borrowing the “glamour” of famous architects or those
with distinguished “Western” pedigrees. In other words, they seek to draw on the
symbolic and cultural capital vested in these architects. Like designer labels in consumer
apparel, houses designed by culturally consecrated architects function as a form of
symbolic capital, signifying the cultural sophistication and good taste of its inhabitants
and owners (Crilley, 1994). In the advertisement of Palm Spring Estate, for example, it is
proudly announced that the housing project was designed by an “acclaimed Harvard
architect” (hafuo mingshi). In other housing projects, homebuyers are told that their
exclusive housing estates are the unique masterpieces of architects and planners with
professional qualifications from UC Berkeley, Yale, and other high-prestige universities.
Spatial Proximity to Valued Cultural Icons
Apart from the symbolic capital represented by famed architects, advertisements also
seek to draw on the cultural capital invested in well-known buildings. In advertisements
of Shimao Riviera, towering apartment blocks were pictured next to such landmarks as
Paris’s Eiffel Tower and London’s Big Ben. In advertisements of Shanghai Gardens,
Pudong’s Jinmao Building (the tallest skyscraper in China) and the Oriental Pearl TV
tower loom large in the background and lend an aura of prestige to the housing develop-
ment. In the “political economy of sign” (Baudrillard, 1981), the choice of architectural
icons is of course not incidental; they were deliberately selected to generate a feeling of
admiration and awe among audiences regarding the “comparative worth” of the housing
development, by drawing on already understood cultural codes. King and Kusno (2000,
p. 44) observe that “just as socially marginal subjects get themselves photographed in the
company of prominent personalities in the expectation of raising their own status, devel-
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Feeding the “Edifice Complex”
Another place-marketing strategy emphasizes the sheer size and scale of housing
projects, and their ability to generate a sense of the spectacular. These qualities placate
the “edifice complex” of owners. As Deyan Sudjic (2005, p. 10) notes:
Architecture feeds the egos of the susceptible. They grow more and more depen-
dent on it to the point where architecture becomes an end in itself, seducing its
addicts as they build more and more on an ever-larger scale. Building is the means
by which the egotism of the individual is expressed in its most naked form: the
Edifice Complex.
Advertisers feed this edifice complex by emphasizing superlatives: Shimao Riviera
Garden is said to be “the largest scale super high riverscape deluxe residential building in
Shanghai”; and Vanke New Town contains a sprawling recreation zone with a 8,000-
square-meter gigantic clubhouse and fitness center. Through the ostentatious display of
what Tafuri (1979) calls the “metaphysics of quantity,” the physical prominence of hous-
ing development is purportedly translated into its dominance in the real estate market. In
the highly competitive real estate market, design strategies emphasizing the distinctive
architectural façades and spectacular urban designs (the biggest, largest, tallest) are
considered to be essential in helping these developments “get noticed” and capture a
“semiotic advantage” over rival places (Griffiths, 1998, p. 44).
Walls of Security and Privilege
Security and territorial exclusivity are inevitable tropes in the advertisements for gated
communities, given their very nature as enclosed communities. As with fortified enclaves
elsewhere, these advertisements advocate a new concept of total security where absolute
protection and fortification of the housing enclaves are necessary for ensuring not only
total isolation and security but also “happiness,” “harmony,” and even “freedom” (Caldeira,
2001, p. 1999). The advertisement of Shanghai Western Residences, for instance, boasts
of a 2.5-meter-high wall that surrounds the house, guarding the exclusivity and security
of its inhabitants (Fig. 6). In Shanghai Garden, the advertisements claim that residents are
protected by “more than five meters high walls [sic] in classical style” and “delicate metal
gates dotted with fine sculpture [sic] of flower pattern.” Security measures even include
private security guards donning paramilitary uniforms. Some gated communities also
boast of an impressive array of high-tech security gadgets, ranging from biometric scan-
ning devices to centrally controlled intelligent building programs to infrared surveillance
systems (now mandated by law for all newly built residential estates). Basic forms of
fortification, such as walls and fences and more sophisticated high-tech security gadgets,
increasingly exemplify the “militarization” (junshihua) of neighborhood life, justified on
the grounds of improving security. However, this obsession with security is not just about
enhancing safety in gated communities. It has also become a source of prestige and a
status symbol for those living in these compounds, with security measures suggesting the
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Fig. 6. Advertisement of Shanghai Western Residence boasting a 2.5 m high wall. Source: Commercial
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Promoting “Natural” Scenery and the Garden Landscape
Another prominent theme in the marketing of gated communities is the marketing of
“nature” and “natural scenery” (fongjing). Three tropes are evident: emphasis on nature
and greenery in the gated community, symbolic references to the Chinese landscape
tradition of shanshui (mountain and water), and the cultivated garden landscape.
Advertisements of gated communities often accentuate the housing environment in
terms of naturalized settings where residents are able to consume nature and pristine
natural scenery in their own private backyards. Housing projects with a high percentage
of green spaces (lühualü) are touted as salubrious environments that will bring health
benefits to residents. In the advertisements of the City of Charming Sun, a gated enclave
in a Shanghai suburb, homebuyers are promised a 10,000-square-meter “bio-ecological
lake” that provides peaceful lakeside living for all those who can afford the hefty price of
private homeownership. In Oasis Riviera, the development boasts of 55% green coverage
including green belts where residents are able to enjoy private and “gracious living”
(youya shenghuo) that is at once “close to nature” (qinjin da zhiran). In other housing
advertisements, depictions of clear sky, fresh air, and sunlit scenes in gated communities
further emphasize the regenerative and recuperative powers of nature that are fast becom-
ing scarce in metropolitan Shanghai’s increasingly polluted urban environment.
The Chinese landscape notion of “mountain and water” (shanshui) that is depicted in
classical poetry and paintings also emerges in advertisements of gated communities. In
Shanghai’s Jiading District, for example, the Sheshan nature reserve has become the most
sought-after location for upscale villa estates and golf resorts, such as the Purple Garden
(ziyuan) where residents are promised domiciles that are “close to nature” (qinzhiran) and
“near mountains and water” (yishan pangshui). As Tuan (1995, p. 128) notes, since antiq-
uity the Chinese landscape idea of shanshui has been associated with a cosmic aura of
awe, with intimations of the sacred. Thus by invoking these ancient symbols of shanshui,
the advertisements strive to encode the gated communities with traditional conceptions of
Chinese nature-esthetic to further enhance the value of the property development. On the
whole, as Fraser (2000, p. 27) argues, “oasification” commodifies pleasant aspects of a
constructed nature to create a buffer zone between the apartments and houses and their
larger social and spatial contexts.
Like gated developments elsewhere, the garden landscape as a symbol of cultivated
“nature” is a central component of the marketing rhetoric. Private gardens in Shanghai’s
gated communities are encoded with dual messages: first as cultivated “nature” that
provides residents with a refuge away from the city, and second as a territorial symbol
of an elite lifestyle. For the contemporary urban elites of Shanghai, the private gardens
(sijiayuanlin) in gated enclaves offer a peaceful retreat for families. At the same time,
these gardens also project an air of power and civilizational influence that speak of a
highly privileged lifestyle. Real estate advertisements explicitly compare their interior
landscaping to the classical Chinese gardens such as the Lion Forest Garden (shizhilin)
and “Humble Administrator’s Garden” (zhuozhenyuan), both famous landmarks in
Suzhou, a historic city in Jiangsu Province that is well-known for its elaborate gardens
built by reclusive elites during the Ming and Qing dynasties. The advertisement slogan of
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class garden belonging to oneself.” That these gardens are symbols of power and prestige
is further explained by a homeowner in an upscale gated community:
In the past (feudal period), only the rich gentries have [sic] private gardens in their
own homes. There were very few public parks available for ordinary people to
enjoy. So to be able to have a private garden in your own backyard is seen as an
elite status symbol. That is why now you see so many upscale developments attract-
ing homebuyers with all kinds of exclusive garden landscapes. (Male, 36 years old,
owner of a small factory, interviewed on December 28, 2004)
This reference to classical Chinese gardens and the idea of gardens as exhibits of
civilizational influence and landscapes of prestige has roots in Chinese history. First, as
Tuan (1995, p. 26) elaborated:
In China one speaks of “building” a garden whereas in Europe one may speak of
“planting” a garden. The difference suggests that the Chinese, unlike Europeans,
are more ready to admit the garden’s artifactual character. Because artifice con-
notes civilization to the Chinese elite, it doesn’t have quite the negative meaning it
has for Europeans brought up on stories of prelapsarian Eden and on Romantic
conceptions of nature.
To the extent that the garden connotes civilization to the Chinese elites, private
gardens are a further sign of privileged status and wealth. Traditionally, private gardens
in China were spiritual shelters for men of letters and high standing—a place closer to
nature and one’s own heart, far away from the troubles of social and political lives (Lin,
2004). In ancient China, withdrawal to a secluded place amid nature first gained popular-
ity when the Han Empire was in turmoil (Tuan, 1995, p. 130). The mandarin gentry—the
empire’s scholar-officials—fulfilled their ambitions at court but they also found life there
constraining, vexing, and sometimes dangerous. Many were torn between the splendor of
the city and the Taoist-Buddhist allure of the countryside. Some disdained official life
altogether and aspired solely to the virtue and charmed life of the artist-recluse. For them,
the solution to having urban amenities while in recluse was the enjoyment of solitude in
the tended garden.
Gated communities and their advertisements in Shanghai thus draw heavily on the
meanings and values invested in nature and the garden landscape to derive a sense of
territorial exclusivity and social privilege. These meanings and values are rooted in
Chinese history, reaching deep into a world of shared symbolic capital, be it about
shanshui or private gardens for citizens of letters and high standing.
FOREIGN CHIC: WESTERN-STYLE SUBURBS AS SYMBOLS OF MODERNITY
Shanghai still very much looks to the Western flair; the rule of the thumb [sic] is
everything with a foreign flair sells. (A villa sales manager quoted in Shanghai Real
Estate Guide, Fall, 2004, p. 22)
Developers and place marketers like the villa sales manager cited above firmly believe







































148 POW AND KONG
Shanghai is the “Western-style” dwelling in a gated community. In particular, European-
and American-style villa houses are believed to be symbols of prestige that confer social
status and distinction on its inhabitants. These Western-style residential spaces are
subject to a “cut and paste” logic in which they are “cut” from the historical urban
experiences of Western societies and cultures, “pasted” into another society and culture,
and then “edited” to construct new urban spaces (King and Kusno, 2000). Thus, in
practically every new suburb of Shanghai, one can easily find newly developed gated
communities with transplanted Western-style villa houses or mansions.
Underscoring the Western character of these housing projects, housing models that
have sprung up in Shanghai’s suburban landscape in recent years have ranged from
German and English towns to Australian houses and Southern California suburbs. Real
estate advertisements portray them in romanticized, reductionist, and idealized ways,
variously incorporating Western pastoral esthetics, toponyms, and symbolic icons. The
Western pastoral esthetic is captured in the extensive use of phrases such as “Tudor
cottages,” “English manor houses,” and “country gardens” that are designed to evoke
bucolic images of a charming rurality set in a Western context. In Rancho Santa Fe
(Shanghai’s “premier Southern California-style suburb”), orange-stucco houses are
arranged in neat rows along uniformly spaced streets with such foreign names as Del Mar
Drive. Imported palm trees and barn houses further dot the residential landscape, evoking
exotic and romanticized images of Spanish-influenced America. In the Australian Home
villa estate, green spaces and parks are named Sydney Garden, Melbourne Garden, and
Adelaide Garden. In Hopson Town, a British-inspired gated community, housing com-
pounds are divided into four main sections, marked out as Northern Ireland, Scotland,
Wales, and England. Various cultural/national symbols and icons are also called upon to
sell the products (Fig. 7). For example, in the Australian Home villa estate, national
symbols such as kangaroos are sculptured into the landscape. Familiar British icons such
as the Buckingham Palace and the Thames River further grace the cover of promotional
brochures. In thus adopting Western designs, esthetic styles and nomenclatures, develop-
ers hope to infuse their housing projects with “enchanting” qualities of an imagined
Western suburban lifestyle. As a report in the Xinhua News (September 13, 2005) noted: 
Buyers of homes inside real estate blocks bearing fancy exotic names and “fake
landscape” might get a substitute satisfaction … so real estate developers try hard
to attract consumers to buy commercial apartments by widely promoting an ideal-
ized Western-world and satisfying the need of the public in pursuit of an exotic life
without getting one step away from home.
As one developer revealed to us in an interview:
The key to selling a property is to make it to the talk of the town. One of the best
ways to do so is to appeal to the exotic factor. Chinese consumers now travel a lot
more and are greater [sic] exposed to foreign cultures. In fact, you can say that there
is a hunger for foreign products and lifestyles. In real estate advertising, the strategy
is to adopt foreign and exotic designs ranging from North American styles, Classical
European, Greek, Spanish, etc. … the more exotic, the better! As long as you can
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the property. (Male, mid-50s, housing developer, interviewed on December 2,
2004)
Similarly, one designer who works for a well-known Australian architectural firm
remarked that in designing the master plan of some commodity housing enclaves, it
“boils down to managing the client’s expectations” by “adding a few foreign elements
here and there to the design template.”
In effect, these metonymic strategies appropriate well-recognized components of
Western landscapes and draw consumers into the larger idealized world of the West. As
Duncan and Duncan (2003, pp. 50–52) have noted:
[Place] advertising spins narratives that relate an object for sale to a whole constel-
lation of places, practices and objects. In order to be efficacious, these narratives
draw upon culturally ingrained symbolic systems that resonate with the consumers.
Further, as Bourdieu (1984, p. 185) observed in another context, symbolic capital
bestows “an image of respectability and honorability.” In this context, through the appro-
priation of Western housing styles and place names, the owners are conferred valued
symbolic capital associated with Western landscapes, esthetics, and icons.
While significant as a draw, the lure of these Western-style gated communities lies not
only in the symbolic capital that residents can relish. They also represent the achievement
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of a modern lifestyle, often conflated with a Western lifestyle. In this respect, advertise-
ments are designed to establish gated communities as offering all the comforts that
modernity brings. As modern lifestyle enclaves, offering the nouveaux riche middle class
of the city a superior living environment and a high quality of life, residents can look
forward to living by modern Western standards. This consumption of the Western-style
mansion, often constructed in the popular imagination as the Western-style garden
mansion (huayuan yangfang), is anchored in such accoutrements as the garage, Western-
style kitchen, modern home appliances, and so forth. For King and Kusno (2000), these
are Western urban artifacts that constitute “metaphors of modernity,” invested with
transnational meanings by developmental elites.
Whether “foreign chic” or symbol of modernity, Western-style villas and mansions
are not entirely novel urban forms if we take into account the context of Shanghai’s com-
plex urban history. The origins of villas and mansions in Shanghai can in fact be traced
back to the Western-style garden houses (huayuan yangfang) that first appeared in
Shanghai during the Concession Era in the late 19th century, alongside the New England–
style houses, French villas, English country houses, and “compradoric” style mansions
(the sometimes outlandish amalgam of Western and Chinese motifs).6 These houses were
preferred by Shanghai’s expatriate communities and urban elites (Lu, 2000, pp. 111–
112). As such, the process of imagineering and transplanting of foreign housing forms
into Shanghai’s gated communities today cannot be considered as simply the product of
contemporary globalization (e.g., Olds, 2001; Wu, 2004). Rather, the meanings and
symbolisms of these urban forms are in fact historically inflected, a reflection of attempts
by Shanghai’s developmental elites and privileged urban class to “recover” the “glamor-
ous” side of the city’s history (Kong, 2005) in order to enhance and legitimize their
new-found status and social standing. This is nowhere more apparent than in the adver-
tisements of the Shanghai Greenland Group (one of the largest property conglomerates in
the country) which market its new villa houses as “Shanghai peoples’ new Western-style
garden houses” (shanghairen de xinhuayuan yangfang). Specifically, Shanghai Garden,
an upscale gated community in the Pudong New Area, is marketed under the tagline of
“old Shanghai culture” (laoshanghai wenhua), capitalizing on the nostalgia and “old
world charm” of Shanghai in the late 19th and early 20th century (Fig. 8). In the adver-
tisement brochures, homeowners are drawn to the explicit comparisons between old
Concession-Era Western houses (laofangzi) and the new Western-style garden houses
(xin huayuan yangfang; Table 4). The latter not only inherit the original “Old Shanghai”
culture and flavor but are remodelled for modern-day living conveniences and comfort.
According to the advertising brochure, these new garden houses are equipped with eleva-
tors and employ “state-of-the-art” building technologies and modern construction mate-
rials. Yet, these alone are not deemed sufficient draw, and a further step is taken to
reassure potential buyers that these houses have not lost their “nostalgic charm” and “old
world flavor.” Such “nostalgia for the future,” as Lu (2000) argues, celebrates the return
of the city’s once celebrated Western influences. But unlike most nostalgia that is nega-
tive and dispirited about the present or future, the Shanghai nostalgia is positive, spirited,
6The compradors were the go-betweens who effectuated trade between China and the “West” (Rowe and
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and receptive about the future—at least for those who are can afford to partake in such
nostalgia.
The developers and marketing departments are not far wrong in their anticipation that
the ability to consume these gated communities is viewed by local Chinese as a mark of
status differentiation and social distinction. In terms of the consumption of such advertis-
ing rhetoric, many residents we interviewed were eager to appropriate tropes of Western
modernity and old Shanghai to legitimize their newfound status. For example, a resident
in a villa estate expounded:
Shanghai was already a very modern and internationalized city (guojihua chengshi)
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. Foreign houses and lifestyles
were already very common in those days. Of course, at that time, only those with
power and money (youshili) can afford to stay in these Western-style villas and
houses. Now it’s like we are returning to those heydays of the 1920s and 30s!
(Male, 38-year-old, businessman, interviewed on October 16, 2004)
Another villa owner exclaimed:
We bought this villa because we like the design very much; it has a very classical
(jingdian) style and a grand aura (qipai). The houses are reminiscent of the old
Western houses (lao yangfang) in the concession era! You can still find them (the







































152 POW AND KONG
old Western houses) in the city center but they are all old and need extensive reno-
vation, unlike the modern villas you find here. When our friends visit us, they
always envy how we are now leading a villa lifestyle (bieshu shenghuo). (Female,
mid-30s, accountant in a foreign MNC, interviewed on December 2, 2004)
TABLE 4. COMPARISON OF OLD AND NEW “WESTERN-STYLE GARDEN MANSION”
Characteristics Old “Western-style garden mansion” New “Western-style garden mansion”
Location Mostly concentrated in districts like 
Luwan, Xuhui, Jing’an, Changning, 
and other areas in the former conces-
sion territories and the city center
New Shanghai Center–Lujiazui CBD 
(as well as outlying suburbs)




Quiet and peaceful neighborhood; 
exclusive private spaces




“European style” (oushi fongge) “European style” with added contempo-
rary designs for modern-day comfort
Green landscaping Low-density; large green spaces Low-density; large green spaces
Building materials Mostly wooden structures and outdated 
construction materials
Uses advanced state-of-the-art building 
technology and modern construction 
materials including glass for illumina-
tion
Amenities and services Rely mainly on shared amenities in 
surrounding vicinity supplied by the 
municipal government
Private clubhouse facilities for residents 
only; high-end services provided by 




Some parts of the house may not be 
suitable for modern living; dark and 
wet in some areas of the house
Modern housing layout with well-lit 
interior; heightened privacy and total 
comfort for its inhabitants 
Security features Rely mostly on basic protection 
measures like gates and pad locks
Comprehensive protection using modern 
intelligent security management system 
(xiandaihua gaozhineng guanli xitong); 
employs professional security person-
nel and infra-red surveillance system 
(hongwaixian tanceqi)
Parking facilities Few or limited parking spaces Underground parking facilities; garages 
with ample parking spaces
Elevator No elevator Houses fitted with elevators connected to 
underground parking garage
Overall atmosphere “Old Shanghai” culture and flavor 
(lao shanghai yuanwei wenhua); but 
old housing layout may not be suited 
for modern living and comfort
Inherit the original “Old Shanghai” 
culture and flavor but suited for modern 
living and comfort; housing develop-
ment able to display the gracefulness 
(youya) and nobility (zungui) of its 
inhabitants.
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Just as Shanghai’s urban elites in the late 19th and early 20th century consumed for-
eign imported goods as a mark of prestige and social distinction, middle-class residents
in present-day Shanghai attempt to establish their own status and class signifier through
the consumption of foreign housing styles and the adoption of modern lifestyles. With
their emphasis on the consumption of imported goods and lifestyles, the reforms of the
1990s did not simply produce a new transnational urbanism and sensibility but were also
founded on what was in fact a pre-existing discourse of (post-)colonial modernity and its
relation to an “elsewhere”—more specifically, its exclusion from and desire for a “First
World” modernity and “the good life,” to which most of the middle-class residents in
contemporary Shanghai now feel an entitlement, or at least an aspiration (King, 2004). In
this sense, the past, both real and imagined, becomes a source of prestige and social status
for those who can claim connections with it.
THE TOTALIZING INFLUENCE OF ADVERTISING IMAGES?
What we have sought to illustrate thus far are the advertising tropes that have been
used to appeal to the middle-class Chinese housing market, simultaneously reflecting and
shaping landscape meanings and values. Yet it is critical to acknowledge that these influ-
ences are not totalizing. As Hogan and Houston (2002, p. 258) noted in their study on
gated communities in Jakarta, “the design of these estates and housing styles and the
appropriation process by their occupants is anything but a simple unilinear process of
metropolitan promotion and colonial emulation and consumption.” In this section we
elaborate on two ways in which this is so: first, the attempt at localizing real estate prod-
ucts and, second, the forces of pragmatism and alternative tastes.
First, while many new garden mansions and villas adopt Western-style modernity,
many internal designs are also localized. Features such as a Chinese kitchen (in addition
to a full-scale Western kitchen for display and admiration) are incorporated, as are inter-
nal housing layouts that adopt Chinese geomancy or fengshui principles to ensure harmo-
nious energy flow within the house. In the former, our observations suggest that in houses
where only a Western-style kitchen is available, residents often resorted to turning their
outdoor garage into a kitchen. The rationale for this is simple, as one resident explained
to us:
Chinese cooking uses a lot of oil for deep frying. These Western-style kitchen has
a “open concept” (kaifang shi) … they are pretty to look at but impractical for
Chinese cooking as they practically have no walls or doors to keep the smell and
smoke in. We end up having to convert the garage outside into a kitchen, as we
don’t want our living room and furniture to smell of food and oil after each cooking
session. (Female, 34 years old, home-maker, interviewed on October 22, 2004)
In addition, fengshui injunctions also dictate that bedrooms are designed to face south
to catch the sunlight, stairways be made invisible from the front entrance to prevent shaqi
(evil forces) from conveniently charging up the stairs to inner dwelling spaces, and main
doors constructed so as not to directly face the street for the same reason.
Second, as suggested earlier, for many homebuyers, practical considerations such as
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While the branding strategies of the developers and the superlative marketing rhetoric
may initially draw the consumer’s attention to a particular housing development, people
are still ultimately concerned about how well their housing investment can fulfill their
practical needs and interests. As one developer revealed during an interview:
Investing in a property is a huge decision. Rarely would anyone just buy a property
for the sake of the name alone or because of clever advertising slogans or marketing
gimmicks. However, once we succeed in attracting customers through our front
door, keeping them committed will require the housing product to live up to its
name. Chinese consumers are not ignorant.… We need to show proof to them that
our product and brand name is good value for their money (wuyoushuozhi). (Male,
40 years old, housing developer, interviewed on July 24, 2004)
In fact, the branding and reputation of developers may also translate into economic
terms. For example, over half of the residents we interviewed in Vanke Garden City
stated their preferences for buying commodity houses from established and branded
developers because they were able to guarantee their housing investment over the long
term. As one homeowner who bought a property from Vanke Corporation remarked:
Vanke Corporation is a “golden brandname” (jingzhi zhaopai) developer. You
can’t go wrong with them. Their houses are well-designed and built with great style
(qipai) that appeals to the high tastes of the sophisticated Shanghai consumers.…
Just look at those properties Vanke Company has built, their prices have appreci-
ated at least by thirty to fifty percent! (Female, 28 years old, IT Consultant, inter-
viewed on November 8, 2004)
In this sense, economic motivation thus becomes intertwined with the branding of
developers, and their housing projects with practical and symbolic forces mutually rein-
forcing each other.
On another note, although high-end gated communities are often marketed as privi-
leged spaces for the elites, they can also generate certain ambiguities and symbolic resis-
tances. In fact, some interviewees are critical of Western-style houses, regarding them as
vulgar, pretentious, and fake. One interviewee, a university lecturer, remarked:
It’s quite laughable … some of the new rich (baofahu) would spend huge sums of
money investing in expensive villas and renovating their homes with upscale
fixtures, thinking that their social standing will be transformed overnight. But in
reality, their backward behaviors and uncouth habits haven’t quite caught up with
their new living environment. Worse still, the designs of some of these houses are
so vulgar with huge Western sculptures and ornate gates to flaunt their wealth.
(Chen, 33-year-old female university lecturer, interviewed on January 23, 2005)
What her remarks also reveal is that social behavior lags behind material improve-
ments, a phenomenon exhibited in other “Third World” contexts as well (e.g., Bunnell,
2002). In Caldeira’s (2000) much cited study of fortified enclaves in São Paulo, she illus-
trated how enclosed condominiums and their associated code of social distinction may be
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luxurious gated communities and their purported high-class lifestyles have also come
under social disapproval from civic-minded local residents. Not only are some of these
local residents complaining about the exclusionary and anti-social tendencies of these
gated developments: many have also come to associate these gated communities with
illicit affairs. For instance, it is widely known that many private gated estates in the Gubei
New Area frequently serve as “love-nests” for Taiwanese (as well as wealthy local)
businessmen and their Shanghainese mistresses or lovers, the latter are also known collo-
quially as “golden caged birds” (jingsiniao).7 The reference to these enclaves as golden
cages also underscores some of the negative perceptions of certain gated communities in
Shanghai.
In yet another interesting development, housing providers in China have recently
begun to adopt more “sinicized” names for their projects at the behest of the government
instead of blindly copying Western ones. Much to the chagrin of some local officials,
superfluous foreign names adopted for many upscale housing developments are often
considered an affront to Chinese sensibilities and tradition. According to a Xinhua News
report (September 13, 2005), some conservative observers had suggested that Chinese
real estate developers should “reproduce the soul of traditional Chinese architecture with
modern materials, instead of blindly borrowing from the West and rejecting the esthetic
profundity of traditional Chinese architecture.” To this end, developers in many Chinese
cities are now required to have their real estate names approved by local municipal gov-
ernments. In Shanghai, overtly foreign and exotic property names are often accompanied
by more sinicized names (Table 1). For example, La Cité Jardin, a relatively upscale
commodity housing enclave jointly developed by Chinese property developers Dahua
and Forte Group, also has a more localized Chinese name yihehuacheng (literally “Yihe
Chinese City”). From our interviews with residents and property agents, it was also
apparent that most of the Chinese consumers often referred to their properties by the
Chinese names rather than the more superfluous foreign-sounding ones. As a housing
agent revealed to us:
The European-sounding names are there to create an impression of Western exotic-
ness (yangqi). On a daily basis, most of us only use the Chinese names that are
easier to pronounce and also more meaningful. (Male, 33 years old, housing agent,
interviewed on December 20, 2004)
CONCLUSION
In contrast to the extreme asceticization of the Chinese home under Mao, the commod-
ification of the home has now become an important theme that has been exploited by
developers and place marketers since the liberation of consumptive forces in China
7The existence of these upscale gated communities as liaison grounds for overseas and local businessmen and
their mistresses has been highlighted in several news reports as well as the National Population and Family
Planning Commission of China website. In the latter, local government officials have highlighted that they are
increasingly facing difficulties in enforcing family planning policies in some of the upscale gated communities
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(Davis, 2000). In particular, real estate advertisements promote the idea of urban elites
enjoying a “new lifestyle” in “new concept housing” (xin zhuzai linian) that rests on irre-
sistible images of the home and the pursuit of the good life. These advertisements consti-
tute a visual context for domestic life, a chart for the urban imagination (Fraser, 2000, p.
28). Each one is a panel of fantasy, within which is embedded the mosaic of commercial-
ized dream. They demonstrate how commercial institutions and housing developers
attempt to capture the spending power of China’s urban middle class.
The different advertising themes and rhetoric that have been represented in the place-
marketing strategies of gated communities in Shanghai collectively reflect and reinforce
the exclusivist housing aspirations of middle-class Chinese. The advertisements articu-
late images of social prestige and landscape exclusivity. The homogeneity of social class
and the security that such homogeneity is purported to warrant, particularly for China’s
one-child families, are particularly emphasized. At the same time, the advertisements
draw on the symbolic and cultural capital of famed architects with notable pedigrees and
well-known cultural icons to confer on the new Chinese dream homes and their inhabit-
ants a cultural sophistication, presented as evidence of good taste.
Moreover, size and scale as well as walls of security constitute repeated tropes to sig-
nify separation and distinction. Drawing on traditional notions of shanshui and historical
meanings invested by the Chinese literati in garden landscapes, the new gated communi-
ties are also marketed as nature havens. Above all, recalling the less distant but no less
influential past, advertising tropes emphasize again and again the Western style so
admired in Shanghai in the early 20th century, offering those who can afford it an oppor-
tunity to relive the glorious days of “old Shanghai.” Place-marketing, and in this particu-
lar case, marketing the Chinese dream home in Shanghai, thus draws on landscape
meanings and values that have roots in Chinese/Shanghainese history, even as symbolic
and cultural capital from the contemporary also exercise their influence. Whereas adver-
tisements do not always achieve the outcomes that property developers wish for, there is
no doubt that they play significant roles in both shaping and reflecting landscape mean-
ings and values. As medium and outcome, they reveal the growing aspirations of a new
Chinese middle class.
REFERENCES
Baudrillard, J., 1981, For a Critique of the Political Economy of the Sign (translated with
an introduction by Charles Levin). St. Louis, MO: Telos Press.
Blakely, E. and Snyder, M., 1997, Fortresss America: Gated Communities in the United
States. Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press.
Bourdieu, P., 1984, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste. Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press.
Bourdieu, P., 1990, In Other Words: Essays Towards a Reflexive Sociology. Stanford,
CA: Stanford University Press.
Brain, D., 1997, From public housing to private communities: The discipline of design
and the materialization of the public/private distinction in the built environment. In J.
Weintraub and K. Kumar, editors, Public and Private in Thought and Practice:








































MARKETING THE CHINESE DREAM HOME 157
Bunnell, T., 2002, Kampung rules: Landscape and the contested government of urban(e)
Malayness. Urban Studies, Vol. 39, 1685–1701.
CapitaLand China Ltd., 2004, Oasis Riveriea Building for People. Unpublished report,
CapitaLand China Ltd., Shanghai, PRC, China.
Caldeira, T., 1999, Fortified enclaves: The new urban segregation. In J. Holston, editor,
Cities and Citizenship. Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 114–138.
Caldeira, T., 2000, City of Walls: Crime, Segregation, and Citizenship in São Paulo.
Berkeley and Los Angeles, CA: University of California Press.
Coy, M. and Pohler, M., 2002, Gated communities in Latin America mega-cities: Case
studies in Brazil and Argentina. Environment and Planning B, Vol. 29, 355–370.
Crilley, D., 1994, Architecture as advertising: Constructing the image of redevelopment.
In G. Kearns and C. Philo, editors, Selling Places: The City as Cultural Capital, Past
and Present. New York, NY: Pergamon Press, 231–252.
Dahua Property Development Group, 2004, Dreaming Life. Unpublished report, Dahua
Property Development Group, Shanghai, PRC, China.
Davis, D., 2000, editor, The Consumer Revolution in Urban China. Berkeley and Los
Angeles, CA: University of California Press.
Duncan, J. and Duncan, N., 2003, Landscapes of Privilege: The Politics of the Aesthetic
in an American Suburb. London, UK: Routledge.
Ellis, R., 1993, The American frontier and the contemporary real estate advertising
magazine. Journal of Popular Culture, Vol. 27, 119–133.
Forte Property Development Group, 2005, La Cité Jardin. Unpublished report, Forte
Property Development Group.
Fraser, D., 2000, Inventing oasis: Luxury housing advertisements and reconfiguring
domestic space in Shanghai. In D. S. Davis, editor, The Consumer Revolution in
Urban China. Berkeley and Los Angeles, CA: University of California Press, 25–53.
Glasze, G., Webster, C., and Frantz, K., 2006, editors, Private Cities Global and Local
Perspectives. London, UK, and New York, NY: Routledge.
Gold, J. and Gold, M., 1994, Home at last: Building societies, home ownership and the
imagery of English suburban promotion in the interwar years. In G. Gold and S. Ward,
editors, Place Promotion: The Use of Publicity and Marketing to Sell Towns and
Regions. New York, NY: Wiley, 75–92.
Grant, R., 2005, The emergence of gated communities in a West African context:
Evidence from Greater Accra, Ghana. Urban Geography, Vol. 26, 661–683.
Green Sringdawn, 2004, Advertisement Brochure for Green Springdawn. Shanghai,
PRC, China: Shanghai Nanxiang Property Developer.
Griffiths, R., 1998, Making sameness: Place marketing and the new urban entrepreneur-
ialism. In N. Oatley, editor, Cities, Economic Competition and Urban Policy. London,
UK: Paula Chapman Publishing, 41–57.
Heng, C. K., 1999, Cities of Aristocrats and Bureaucrats: The Development of Medieval
Chinese Cityscapes. Singapore: Singapore University Press.
Hesheng Property Development Group, 2005, Hopson Town England Living. Unpub-
lished report, Hesheng Property Development Group, Shanghai, PRC, China.
Hogan, T. and Houston, C., 2002, Corporate cities—Urban gateways or gated communi-







































158 POW AND KONG
K. C. Ho, editors, Critical Reflections on Cities in Southeast Asia. Singapore: Brill
Academic Press, 243–264.
Jurgens, U. and Gnad, M., 2002, Gated communities in South Africa: Experiences from
Johannesburg. Environment and Planning B, Vol. 29, 337–353.
King, A., 2004, Spaces of Global Cultures: Architecture, Urbanism, Identity. New York,
NY: Routledge.
King, A. D. and Kusno, A., 2000, On Be(ij)ing in the world: Postmodernism, globaliza-
tion and the making of transnational space in China. In A. Dirlik and X. Zhang,
editors, Postmodernism and China. Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 41–67.
Kong, L., 2005, Cultural Icons and Urban Development in Asia: Economic Imperative,
National Identity and Global City Status. Paper presented at the International Conven-
tion of Asia Scholars 4, Shanghai, August 20–24, 2005.
Li, S. M., 2000, Housing consumption in urban China: A comparative study of Beijing
and Guangzhou. Environment and Planning A, Vol. 32, 1115–1134.
Lin, S. F., 2004, A good place need not be nowhere: The garden and utopian thought in
the six dynasties. In Z. Cai, editor, Chinese Aesthetics: The Ordering of Literature, the
Arts, and the Universe in the Six Dynasties. Honolulu, HI: University of Hawai’i
Press, 123–168.
Lu, H. C., 2000, Beyond the Neon Lights: Everyday Shanghai in the Early Twentieth
Century. Berkeley and Los Angeles, CA: University of California Press.
Marcus, C., 1997, House as a Mirror of Self: Exploring the Deeper Meaning of Home.
Berkeley, CA: Conari Press.
Maxwell, K., 2004, Gated Communities: Selling the Good Life. Unpublished masters
thesis, School of Planning, Dalhousie University, Canada.
Miao, P., 2003, Deserted streets in a jammed town: The gated community in Chinese
cities and its solution. Journal of Urban Design, Vol. 8, 45–66.
Olds, K., 2001, Globalization and Urban Change: Capital, Culture, and Pacific Rim
Mega-Projects. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.
Olwig, K. F., 1998, Epilogue: Contested homes—Home-making and the making of
anthropology. In N. Rapoport and A. Dawson, editors, Migrants of Identity: Percep-
tions of Home in a World of Movement. Oxford, UK: Berg, 225–236.
Rapoport, A., 1977, Human Aspects of Urban Form: Towards a Man-Environment
Approach to Urban Form and Design. New York, NY: Pergamon Press.
Rosen, R., 2004, The victory of materialism: Aspirations to join China’s urban moneyed
classes and the commercialization of education. The China Journal, Vol. 51, 27–51.
Rowe, P. and Kuan, S., 2002, Architectural Encounters with Essence and Form in
Modern China. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
Shanghai Changjia Real Estate Co., Ltd., 2004, Shanghai Garden for the New Elites.
Unpublished report, Shanghai Changjia Real Estate Co. Ltd., Shanghai, PRC, China.
Shanghai Greenland Group, 2005, Advertisement Brochure for Shanghai Garden. Shanghai,
PRC, China: Shanghai Greenland Group.
Shanghai Real Estate Guide, Fall 2004. Shanghai, PRC, China: Jing Ying Color Printing
Co.
Shanghai Realty Information, 2004–2005. Shanghai, PRC, China: Jansen Media.
Shanghai Shimao Real Estate Co. Ltd., 2004, Shimao Rivera Garden. Unpublished







































MARKETING THE CHINESE DREAM HOME 159
Shanghai Star Online. 2006, Housing prices beyond reach of young men (April 7, 2005).
Retrieved March 5, 2006, from http://app1.chinadaily.com.cn/star/index.html
Shanghai Statistical Bureau, 2005, Shanghai Statistical Yearbook, 2004. Beijing, China:
China Statistical Publisher.
Sudjic, D., 2005, The Edifice Complex: How the Rich and Powerful Shape the World.
London, UK: Allen Lane.
Tafuri, M., 1979, The disenchanted mountain. In G. Ciucci, F. DalCo, M. Manieri-Elia,
and M. Tafuri, editors, The American City from the Civil War to the New Deal. Cam-
bridge, MA: MIT Press, 389–528.
Terkenli, T. S., 1995, Home as a region. Geographical Review, Vol. 85, 324–334.
Tianlai Real Estate Co. Ltd., 2004, Tianlai Australia Home: The Original Australian
Flavour. Unpublished report, Tianlai Real Estate Co. Ltd., Shanghai, PRC, China.
TIME Magazine, June 27, 2005. New York, NY: Time Inc.
Tuan, Y. F., 1995, Passing Strange and Wonderful: Aesthetics, Nature, and Culture. New
York, NY: Kodansha International.
Vanke Property Developer Co. Ltd., 2000, Vanke Corporation Report. Unpublished
report, Vanke Property Developer Co. Ltd., Shanghai, PRC, China.
Vanke Property Developer Co. Ltd., 2004a, A Glamorous City. Unpublished report,
Vanke Property Developer Co. Ltd., Shanghai, PRC, China.
Vanke Property Developer Co. Ltd., 2004b, Rancho Santa Fe. Unpublished report, Vanke
Property Developer Co. Ltd., Shanghai, PRC, China.
Vanke Property Developer Co. Ltd., 2004c, Vanke Garden City (Shanghai) Tenth
Anniversary Commemorative Book. Shanghai, China: Shanghai Academy of Social
Sciences.
Western Residence, 2004, Advertisement Brochure for Western Residence. Shanghai,
PRC, China: Shanghai Nanxiang Property Developer.
Wu, F. L., 1996, Changes in the structure of public housing provision in urban China.
Urban Studies, Vol. 33, 1601–1627.
Wu, F. L., 2004, Transplanting cityscapes: The use of imagined globalization in housing
commodification in Beijing. AREA, Vol. 36, 227–234.
Wu, F. L., 2005, Rediscovering the “gate” under market transition: From work-unit com-
pounds to commodity housing enclaves. Housing Studies, Vol. 20, 235–254.
Xinhua News Online, September 13, 2005, What’s in a Name in Yunnan. Retrieved
February 2, 2006, from http://www.xinhuanet.com 
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [
Si
ng
ap
or
e 
M
an
ag
em
en
t U
ni
ve
rs
ity
] 
at
 1
9:
33
 1
3 
D
ec
em
be
r 
20
17
 
